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ABSTRACT

FLEXIBLE READING GROUPS FOR

LITERACY IN A FIRST GRADE CLASSROOM

By
Sharon Ann Parker
June 30, 2004

The professional literature on the configuration of flexible reading groups for
reading instruction in a regular first grade classroom was examined to determine if
flexible grouping yields any benefit to,,students who have been assessed to be below
grade level in reading. The research showed support for the idea that flexible, fluid
grouping is an accelerant to producing higher levels of reading improvement. As a result,
an instructional handbook was created to aid educators in the implementation of flexible
reading group instruction.
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CHAPTER ONE
Background Of The Project

Introduction
In an effort to research and find an effective and efficient method to implement
reading instruction in a first grade classroom, this project was undertaken to research the
best practices using the flexible grouping model. This project will discuss grouping
methods, the history of grouping for reading, and the cunent research about grouping.
Further, an instructional handbook will be created to include management techniques,
assessment techniques and literature selections.
The methods that have been traditionally employed to teach reading have been the
implementation of a low, medium and high group of students joined together by level for
teacher selected reading, lock/step phonics instruction, and round robin reading
(Braddock & Slavin, 1993).
There is cu1Tently an accepted and practiced reading instruction method, which
includes guided reading, shared reading, small, flexible group instruction, and whole
group presentation. This is known as a Balanced Literacy approach to reading (Opitz,
1998, Routman, 1994). This method includes grouping students into small, or not so
small, flexible, mixed groups for a specific purpose, or need, and then disbanding them
when the purpose has been achieved or the need has been fulfilled.

Purpose OJThe Project
The purpose of this project is to create an instructional handbook for teachers to
use in their classrooms to guide them in the practice of flexible reading groups. Further,
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this project will determine if flexible reading groups are the most "effective group" (Lapp
& Flood, 1992) configuration during reading in a regular first grade classroom. It is
possible that flexible, fluid grouping can be an accelerant to produce higher levels of
reading improvement (Braddock & Slavin, 1993).

Significance of the Project
The significance of the project relates to improving methods of instruction in the
classroom and determining whether flexible reading groups can be viewed as a "best
practice" in reading.
As a teacher, the researcher is constantly looking for that one perfect method
which will make the proverbial light bulb glow above students' heads. The research
suggests strongly that flexible grouping is one key to a more effective style to teach
reading (Barr, 1995; Caldwell & Ford, 1996; Opitz, 1998).
Further significance comes in the form of the possibility of improving reading
scores on the Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL). Research states that
students who have not yet achieved grade level reading by the end of grade three will
continue to struggle in reading throughout their educational careers (Radencich &
McKay, 1995).

Limitations of the Project
This project is limited in that it is not intended to be exhaustive of all research
available on the subject of flexible grouping practices. Further, the resulting handbook is
limited in use to those employed by the researcher's past and present school districts.
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Definition of Terms
The following terms will be used in the project:

>" Flexible grouping - to group students, of similar abilities, interests, or
performance tasks, for needs-based reading instruction, with the intent to
move them among the mixed groups that exist in the room, in an effort to
improve reading skills (Opitz, 1998; Radencich & McKay, 1995).

>" Configuration - delineation between whole group and small groups of
students, to work on specific skills or practices, with or without instruction
from the teacher (Opitz, 1998).
}- Assessments - tools used to determine pre and post reading levels, and levels
of improvement, and to diagnose appropriate instructional needs. This may
include direct observation by teacher (Opitz, 1998; Radencich & McKay,
1995).
}- Independent work - the block of time, during reading, where the teacher is
occupied with small groups, and other students are working either alone or
with a partner, independently of the teacher (Opitz, 1998).
}- Most effective configuration- the configuration that yields the greatest level
of improvement in reading scores, based upon the assessments used, on a
pretest and posttest basis (Opitz, 1998; Barr, 1995).
}- Guided Reading - A needs-alike reading group of students, whereby the
teacher guides the instruction with materials that are specifically selected for
the task at hand. This may be repeated readings of independent materials for
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fluency building, or skills-based materials which focus on one particular skill
(Radencich & McKay, 1995)
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CHAPTER TWO
Review of Related Literature

Introduction
The purpose of this paper is to determine if flexible grouping can be viewed as a
best practice for reading instruction in a first grade classroom. A review of the literature
related to grouping patterns in reading, the history, the current philosophy on grouping
and specifically, flexible grouping, will be discussed.

Grouping
The Purpose of Grouping for Reading
The most commonly delivered reading instruction in the elementary school
environment has been through small groups of students, grouped together by their
reading ability, for the purpose of facilitating learning (Barr and Dreeben, 1991; Caldwell
and Ford, 1996). The environment consists of either a between-class grouping in which
students may be grouped with students in another classroom, or within-class grouping,
where students are grouped within their own classroom by ability levels (Barr and
Dreeben, 1991). According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP),
in 1988, 80 percent of students in fourth grade were in reading groups formed on the
basis of ability. Typically instruction then begins with teachers utilizing the basal text
and teacher's manual in a preset schedule.
Grouping Patterns
Several different patterns exist for grouping, including ability grouping, wholeclass grouping and mixed-ability grouping (Caldwell & Ford, 1996). Ability groups have
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characterized classroom reading instruction, in the United States. Ability groups became
the principal means of arranging children within classrooms during World War I, along
with the advent of IQ tests and achievements tests (Barr, 1989). This method of grouping
children into three subsets, low, medium and high readers, has not changed significantly
since that time. Ability grouping occurs when teachers group similar ability students
together for small group instruction and these students remain grouped together for the
entire school year or longer (Caldwell & Ford, 1996).
Children are placed in groups based upon placement scores achieved on any
number of available placement tools. In the ability-grouped classroom, teachers may
administer basic placement tools that accompany the basal series textbook. Other means
of placement may be to administer a Dolch word list, or high frequency word list test and
place the student according to his/her out-of-context word recognition level. In the
flexible grouping model, children are placed in needs-based groups based upon their level
of scaffolding required to support their learning. The intent is to help them achieve
beyond their cun-ent level (Radencich & McKay, 1995). With this in mind, the flexible
grouping teacher must administer assessments often, with the intent to use this
assessment to guide instruction.
This characterization has remained constant since World War I (Barr, 1989;
Hiebert, 1983; Morgan, 1989). However, a great deal of research conducted during the
past few decades has concluded that ability grouping creates serious problems for
students. These problems include the stigma attached to having membership in the "low"
group, the social status to having membership in the "low" group, and the ultimate
tracking that this type of grouping creates (Allington, 1980; Barr, 1989; Hiebert, 1983).
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The research indicates that ability grouping does not increase student achievement, and
may, in fact, have detrimental effects on the self-concept and potential achievement of
students in low groups (Morgan, 1989). Traditionally, classes have been structured with
three groups for reading. The teacher worked with the low group of students on word for
word reading, or practice sheets, while the medium and high groups were reading
independently at their seats (Caldwell, 1996).
A flexible grouping model will require anywhere from two to ten groups of
students, which the teacher must monitor and guide. Facilitation of such a model can
best be accomplished with a guidance plan. The guidance plan for flexible reading
groups may include classroom management charts for each area of the classroom where
students will be directed to work in pairs, groups, or independently, depending upon the
task they must complete (Barr, 1995; Opitz, 1998). Additionally, stations or centers may
be constructed where students will go to complete a task, or will take the center back to
their table for completion. Simple management charts, which include the naines of
students working on an assigned task, can be displayed to direct students to the
appropriate center or station. Research has shown that discipline problems are all but
completely eliminated when the teacher has taken the time to plan and manage students
in a flexible grouping model (Radencich & McKay, 1995).
Several teacher behaviors are more evident in an ability-grouped classroom than
in a flexible grouping model classroom. First of all, teachers allow more outside
interruptions for low-ability groups, detracting his or her attention from the group work
(Allington, 1980). Secondly, teachers devote twice as much time to decoding instruction
and practice, rather than comprehension activities. Thirdly, in an ability-grouped
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classroom, the teacher manages the low group of students differently (Allington, 1983).
The teacher will likely read words to the members of the low group without allowing
them the processing time needed to recognize the word pattern and decode it. Further,
the teacher may view these students as having less ability to read independently and may
allocate less independent, silent reading time to them. Lastly, teachers tend to make few
changes in group membership after the first month of school so that students, beginning
in first grade, remain placed in their bottom groups throughout their schooling and rarely
learn to read and write up to grade level (Allington, 1983).
The research appears to suppott the notion that ability groups are negative for
students in the low groups because the process of grouping in this way labels and sorts
them into permanent steps or class structures (Allington, 1980). Those students who
have always been in the "buzzard", or lowest level reading group, felt humiliated on a
constant basis. Although the low group students are not blatantly referred to as such,
each student in the class is well aware of those low group students as the "dumb" kids.
In such a grouping configuration there is no community in the classroom (Allington,
1980; Allington, 1983). Students feel no connectedness to each other's learning. There
is no real support by other students.
Another negative effect of ability grouping includes the difference in the amount
of silent reading time that children are allotted (Allington, 1980). Low group readers
read more words out loud and they are expected to do more "drill and kill" work. This is
a practice where students repetitively complete ditto sheets designed to reinforce a
particular skill. Additionally, they have less exposure to works of good literature, and
they do far less silent reading than children assigned to high groups (Cook-Gumperz,
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Simons, & Gumperz, 1981; Allington, 1983). In addition, student attentiveness is less in
lower groups (Allington, 1980). Perhaps that is because they have less engaging material
to attend to. The research suggests that the achievement gap is due, in part, to unequal
treatment of the low versus high groups by teachers (Allington, 1983; Opitz, 2001).
Further, children have the perception of themselves as unable to cope when they try hard
and fail (Allington, 1983; Johnson & Winogard, 1985; Felmee & Eder, 1983; Hiebert,
1983).
Whole-class instruction is the direction of instruction to the entire class as a whole
(Nagel, 2000). This is a common practice for content area instruction in the elementary
and secondary schools (Reutzel & Cooter, 1991). Mixed-ability small group instruction
is an attempt to counter-balance the ability grouped classroom with heterogeneous groups
of students grouped together with the intent that the more skilled students will model
desired outcomes for the less skilled students (Barr & Dreeben, 1991).
A shift in the current thinking regarding the use of small groups from a skillsbased model of reading to a constructivist view of reading has occurred. Flexible groups
are formed for specific needs-based instruction with real reading and writing. Balanced
Literacy is an excellent method of accommodating flexible groups.

Balanced Literacy
The Balanced Literacy Approach is a philosophy of literacy and reading
education that states:
Literacy learning is an interactive process, where the child is an active constructor
of his or her own learning. At the same time, the teacher supplies the critical role
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of the supportive, interested, engaged adult who provides scaffolding for the
child's development of greater skill and understanding (Riley 1996, p.36).
There are several components to the Balanced Literacy Approach. The first
component is the Read Aloud portion. The reading of an authentic piece of literature
aloud to students is a time-honored teaching tradition for many. To make read-alouds an
integral and essential paii of your classroom, Hoffinan, Roser and Battle (1993) suggest
the following:
•

Designate a legitimate time and place in the daily curriculum,

•

Select quality literature,

•

Relate the literature to other literature and to the curriculum,

•

Provide ainple time for discussion and response, and

•

Reread selected pieces. (p. 496)

Reading aloud is the single most influential factor in children's success in learning to
read (Routman, 1994). The many benefits to reading aloud include improved listening
skills, vocabulary building, reading comprehension, and improved attitude toward
reading. Repeated readings of favorite stories, poems and songs, strengthen and
encourage children to choose these selections for independent reading time, where they
will enjoy greater success in reading.
Reading to students daily encourages active engagement when combined with
story discussion and making predictions. Working together, the teacher and students can
then generate a list of notes about what they have learned from the book (Cantrell, 1999).
This is the perfect oppmiunity to use the write aloud component of a Balanced Literacy
Approach.
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The next component is the write aloud component of a Balanced Literacy
Approach, which can be as simple as speaking each written word, as it is written, during
the Morning Message time, or during a demonstration of journal writing. Children see
that oral language translates to the written word and are made privy to the thinking
processes of the teacher in that teachable moment. The teacher models what good writers
do when they write, and speaks aloud each step of his/her thinking as it is written.
Spelling, punctuation, capitalization, word choice, and message clarity are just a few of
the concepts that are modeled during write alouds (Routman, 1994).
The shared reading component of the Balanced Literacy Approach to reading
instruction is of paramount importance. This is the beginning step in which the teacher
reads text, such as a big book, and invites the students to follow along or read along with
him/her. Each student has a clear view of the language in the big book, or may have a
small book of the same title to follow along with. The explicit invitation, from the
teacher, to follow along is one important message here. The other important message is
that reading is meaningful. Students are reading and being read to frequently in an effort
to gather meaning from the text. Instruction focuses on comprehension, the essence of
reading. A further benefit to shared reading is the pure enjoyment and appreciation of the
text (Routman, 1994). Students are taught that one reason to read is for pleasure.
Reutzel and Cooter (1990) studied 91 children in four first-grade classrooms, two
that used shared reading and other contemporary reading instructional strategies and two
that had a traditional skills reading program. They found the children in the
contemporary classrooms with shared reading became significantly better readers at the
end of the school year than the children in the traditional skills classrooms.
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The shared writing component consists of the teacher and the students writing
collaboratively, with the teacher acting as not only a scribe, but also as the expert writer
who invites students to participate (Routman, 1994).
The many advantages to shared writing include:
•

Reinforcing and supp01ting the reading process

•

Making it possible for all students to participate

•

Encouraging close examination of text, words, and authors

•

Demonstrating the conventions of writing - spelling, punctuation, and
grammar

•

Providing reading texts that are relevant and interesting to the children

•

Focusing on composing and leaving the transcribing to the teacher

•

Helping students see possibilities they might not see on their own

•

Recognizing the child who may have a wealth of verbal story material but
be unable to write it down

•

Giving both the teacher and the students confidence in their writing ability

•

Giving the reluctant-to-write teacher a supportive environment (Routman,
1994, p. 61)

One method for beginning a shared writing model early in the school year is to
write together the rules and procedures for the classroom (Routman, 1994). This is a
simple brainstorming activity that can be very helpful to the pre-writing student. The
teacher is the scribe and the class is responsible for creating rules that they will be
responsible for. This not only gives the class ownership in classroom expectations,
which tends to make them act more responsibly in respecting the rules, but it also
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involves the class in the decision making process, demonstrating classroom community
involvement.
The guided reading component of a Balanced Literacy Approach is the center of
the program. This is the time for small, flexible groups to meet with the teacher to read,
think critically, and discuss the literature. Literature groups are a wonderful way to
discuss elements of a story, read a portion of a story aloud, or silently, and respond to
open-ended questions about the story (Cantrell, 1999). Grouping students for instruction
using flexible, mixed ability groups is an effective strategy for reading instruction. This
is not to say that homogeneous groups do not exist. There is certainly an appropriate
time for students of like abilities to come together, briefly, to work on a particular skill or
specific strategy, while building fluency in reading. This time could be used for direct
instruction of ending sounds, medial sounds, or perhaps, sight vocabulary (Routrnan,
1994).
One drawback to the guided reading component of a Balanced Literacy Approach
is the cost of multiple copies of leveled literature. There are a number of ways that this
issue can be addressed. First of all, seek the help of a parent association to solicit funds
for the program. Many such associations have a budget to supplement teacher expenses.
Secondly, Title monies are available for the purpose of purchasing books. Check with
administrators or Business Managers for the district. Additionally, First Books is a
program that offers help with the purchase of books. Check with the local Educational
Service District for information on the First Books program. Lastly, and most
importantly, use the basal reader to support guided reading groups. A listing of text
leveling for Kindergarten through second grade is available for the top five basal
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publishers (Fawson & Reutzel, 2000). Scott-Foresman is an example of a basal series
that is literature-based and contains the complete text for many stories (Scott-Foresman,
1997).
Along with guided reading and literature groups comes the writing component.
In contrast to shared writing, in guided writing the student is the scribe. In this
component to a Balanced Literacy Approach, the teacher's place is one of support.
Reading response logs, journal writing, letter writing, or a writer's workshop are all
examples of writing methods employed here (Routman, 1994). It is important to keep the
writing activities open-ended requiring the student to craft longer written pieces. The
activity may require a student to respond to a prompt, or a self-selected prompt from a list
generated by students during discussion time. Fmther, the reading response log is one
way to have students respond to open-ended questions posed during guided reading
groups. The student is given ample time to complete the entry in the log, thereby
encouraging higher-level thinking (Cantrell, 1999).
In a Balanced Literacy Approach to reading instruction students must have
opportunities to read books they have selected in a predictable, scheduled block of time.
Sustained Silent Reading (SSR) is one opportunity for this. During SSR students must
have a comfortable place to read, which is away from other students, and they must be
taught to focus, and tune out the distractions to concentrate on reading. Of course, this
process needs to be modeled and demonstrated prior to expecting students to perform
flawlessly. Some general guidelines, suggested by Cecil (1999) for SSR include:
•

Put together a classroom library that includes a wide variety of topics and
reading levels.

•
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Students find a comfortable place to sit and get plenty of materials to read

•

Students must take care of bathroom, drinks, and nurse visits before
reading has begun

•

Don't notice anything -tune out distractions

•

Don't make a sound - everyone is silent

•

Read until the stop signal is given. (p.153)

Start with about five minutes per day and, depending upon the grade level, work
up to between thirty and forty-five minutes per day. Be sure to praise students after a
particularly good SSR session where the rules were followed (Anderson, 2000).
In addition to SSR, independent reading (silent reading) can be enjoyed anytime
during the day when students have finished with other work. Making it an optional
activity for students to choose when they have finished their work often means more to a
student in terms of choices available to them. Reading for pleasure is fostered in this
manner. Students should be encouraged to read books at their independent reading level
at this time. This is to say that they should be able to read at least 95% of the words
correctly and be able to understand the text without difficulty. Reading at this level
develops fluency over time through independent reading practice in a variety of texts
(Worthy & Broaddus, 2002).
Several opp01tunities are available to students for independent writing in the
Balanced Literacy Approach. Reading Response Logs offer students a place to respond
to literature and open-ended questions discussed during guided reading. Journal writing
is a method of allowing students to put down thoughts without fear of judgment or
correction by the teacher. Students may also use journals for communication between
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student, parent and teacher. Letter writing is a perfect way to demonstrate to students the
power of writing. Letters to authors, community members, friends and celebrities often
elicit return mail to students, which is a great incentive (Cantrell, 1999).
The Balanced Literacy Approach to reading instruction includes phonics/skills
based instruction on a daily basis. During both reading and writing, teachers routinely
ask children to explain their strategies, accounting for the way they figure out a word or
work through an unfamiliar spelling. In addition, teaching consonant and vowel patterns
in words and phonics strategies is done. Because phonics (graphophonics) is one of the
three cueing systems to reading, students must be taught to use the strategies of word
identification and word analysis in conjunction with the semantic (context) and syntactic
(grammar) systems. Rather than attempt to teach each of these systems piecemeal,
Balanced Literacy teachers weave each of these into the context of literature.
Part of a Balanced Literacy approach to teaching reading may include the flexible
grouping model for reading instruction. Again, children are placed in temporary groups
based on their level of independence as learners. Other considerations, when placing
students in flexible groups, are abilities, cultural differences, socioeconomic backgrounds
and gender. The teacher is charged with the formation of groups at times, and other times,
students may choose their group members. Groups are formed and reformed to engage in
a variety of tasks (Opitz, 1998; Unsworth, 1984).
Flexible grouping allows students to work in differently mixed groups depending
on the goal of the learning task at hand, and then to break apart once the task is
completed. Think of flexible grouping as "easily formed sand castles that the tide will,
just as easily, wash away" (Opitz, 1998, p.10). This fluid grouping model allows the
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teacher to accommodate diverse interests, learning rates and learning styles.
Occasionally, a student may become interested in a specific project or topic. This is the
perfect time to allow a student the opportunity to work alone and become the class expert
on that project, with the intention of presenting his or her findings to the whole class at a
later time. The ownership of this type of learning is the motivating factor (BalT, 1989).
Flexible grouping helps students gain acceptance into classroom groups and
brings about appreciation of intellectual abilities for students whose skills are among the
lowest in the class (Ellis & Whalen, 1990; Cohen, 1994). All students have a
contribution to be made during cooperative learning groups in flexible grouping. A
student who has trouble reading the text entirely, may in fact be able to contribute with
artistic work, in the form of a drawing or painting, or with dramatic work, in the form of
a part in a play, or reader's theatre (Radencich & McKay, 1995). Because low skilled
students tend to talk less than other students in cooperative group activities, they are
perceived by the other members of the group as less than worthwhile to the project.
However, it is the teacher's responsibility to encourage each member of a group to
participate in any way that he or she feels comfortable. A simple observation, by the
teacher, on the quality of the work shown by such a group member may in reality give the
student the extra spark of confidence that is needed to push that student into more serious
and fruitful participation (Radencich & McKay, 1995).
Self-confidence, social skills, and motivation can all be enhanced in flexible
grouping. Further, small group, collaborative interaction has shown in research to be
instrumental in increasing cognitive thought processes (Lyle, 1999).
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The downfall of the flexible grouping model for literacy instruction is the amount
of teacher time needed for proper preparation and monitoring (Opitz, 1998). The amount
of record keeping necessary for the flexible grouping pattern to work smoothly is much
greater than that for an ability-grouped classroom. Some of the records that may be
helpful to keep include a Cooperative Grouping schedule (see Appendix F), and a Matrix
of Class Rotation (see Appendix G). The groups are formed and disbanded on a weekly
or even daily basis, and therefore, require the teacher to be highly effective in the choices
and documentation he or she makes with regard to the formation of the groups. Careful
monitoring is necessary to provide the most effective instructional experience for each
student Additionally, careful record keeping will be a critical piece in evaluations for
report cards and parent meetings (Opitz, 1998).
Compared to ability grouping of the past, flexible grouping can be perceived as
quite complicated. Ability groups were easy to manage because each student within the
assigned groups received identical instruction and read from the same book. The
assumption, that once students were grouped, teachers could improve instruction by
devoting all of their time and energy planning lessons for one homogenous group instead
of devising several different lessons, is a faulty assumption. Ability groups gave way to
situations within the low groups that were very negative. Teachers' controlling talk
increased, expectations for behavior were lower, and the gap between abilities in the low
group and abilities in the high group grew wider and wider (Allington, 1980).
However, the amount oftime spent in actual planning and preparation for flexible
grouping will be more than adequately made up for in the growth of the students' reading
skills. More than 50 research projects have concluded that cooperative, flexible learning
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groups consistently achieve more than do students grouped in traditionally structured
classes (Barr, 1995; Hiebert, 1983; Opitz, 1998; Radencich & McKay, 1995).

Summary
The research indicates that the flexible grouping model for reading instruction is a
method that can promote more efficient reading skill in students. It can take place
throughout the school day in various areas of the curriculum, such as Social Studies,
Math and Science, which are all materials that students must be proficient readers with.
Flexible grouping is an effective method for helping students gain reading proficiency.
Teachers utilizing flexible reading groups will find that students are more inclined
to read independently during free times, and that students are genuinely interested in
reading more and more. Teachers can support student learning by encouraging partner,
and group discussions, about a variety of books. Students discover that their gains in
reading achievement make learning more fun and open up whole new worlds for them.
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CHAPTER THREE
Procedures of the Project
Introduction

The importance of reading instruction in a first grade classroom is tantamount to a
baby's first steps in life. This project is intended to help first grade teachers perfect the
craft of flexible grouping in an effort to provide the best possible reading instruction
utilizing researched-based data.
Development of the Project

The purpose of this project was to develop a guidebook for teachers to utilize in
the creation of a Balanced Literacy classroom with the flexible grouping configuration.
As a first grade teacher, the author has seen the variety of reading levels of students
entering the classroom. Often times, students are left out of the equation when teachers
design reading instructional blocks. The flexible grouping model can help students learn
to become independent, self-directed and cooperative learners. Further, it can be a
valuable resource for novice and nearly new teachers who wish to expand their literacy
teaching skills.
Procedures

Research review was done on grouping patterns, literacy practices, the
development of flexible grouping for reading instruction and reading strategies. This
collection and gathering ofresearch began in the summer of 2000. As part of the
research, the researcher attended several conferences and workshops, which afforded the
opportunity to network with others in the field ofliteracy.
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In addition, Proquest and Psychinfo searches and the review of educationallyrelated teacher books were examined for references and journal articles. Relevant articles
were then located and collected through the use of the Research Library Periodicals
Database. All research was carefully read and this project was created.
As a resuit of the reviewed literature, the author created a guidebook on the use of
flexible grouping for reading instruction.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE PROJECT

1

Flexible Reading
Groups -An
Instructional Handbool<

by
Sharon A. Parker

2

Foreword
In an effort to research and find an effective and efficient method to implement
reading instruction in a first grade classroom, this project was unde1iaken to discover the
best practices using the flexible grouping model.
The methods that have been traditionally employed to teach reading have been the
implementation of a low, medium and high group of students joined together by level for
teacher selected reading, lock/step phonics instruction, and round robin reading
(Braddock & Slavin, 1993).
There is currently an accepted and practiced reading instruction method, which
includes guided reading, shared reading, small, flexible group instruction, and whole
group presentation. This is known as a Balanced Literacy approach to reading (F ountas &
Pinnell, 1998; Opitz, 1998, Routrnan, 1994). This method includes grouping students
into small, or not so small, flexible, mixed groups for a specific purpose, or need, and
then disbanding them when the purpose has been achieved or the need has been fulfilled.
This handbook is divided into sections according to the tasks desired by the
teacher. The first section, The Physical Environment, is helpful for the period of time
before the school year begins. This will help with the set-up of the classroom to form a
more conducive area for flexible grouping. Next is the placement, diagnostic and
assessment section. This includes various descriptions and techniques for placing
students into temporary groups for instruction, and then, moving to the next level of
instruction. Next are classroom management tips for the flexible reading group
classroom. Lastly are sample lesson plans and leveled book lists (Fountas & Pinnell,

3

1998), which make possible immediate use of flexible reading groups at the beginning of
the school year.
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Introduction
This instructional handbook is designed to aid new, or nearly new, teachers in the
flexible reading group model for reading instruction. Included are various placement,
diagnostic and assessment techniques, lesson plan formats, general classroom
management tips, and recording forms that will make reading instruction more
manageable for first grade teachers. Lastly the author has included a leveled book list for
first grade readers.
In an effort to give the reader a general idea of the background information and
research used for compiling this handbook for reading instruction, some discussion
regarding the purpose of grouping for reading and the patterns commonly used will be
presented.
The most commonly delivered reading instruction in the elementary school
environment has been small groups of students, grouped together by their reading ability,
for the purpose of facilitating learning (Barr and Dreeben, 1991; Caldwell and Ford,
1996). The environment is either a between-class grouping where students may group
with students in another classroom, or within-class grouping, where students group
within their own classroom by ability levels (Barr and Dreeben, 1991). According to the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), in 1988, 80 percent of students in
fourth grade were in reading groups formed on the basis of ability. Instruction then
begins with teachers utilizing the basal text and teacher's manual in a preset schedule.
Several different patterns exist for grouping, including ability grouping, wholeclass grouping and mixed-ability grouping (Caldwell & Ford, 1996). Ability groups have
characterized classroom reading instruction, in the United States. Ability groups became
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the principal means of arranging children within classrooms during World War I, along
with the advent of IQ tests and achievements tests (BaIT, 1989). This method of grouping
children into three subsets, low, medium and high readers, has not changed significantly
since that time. Ability grouping occurs when teachers group similar ability students
rngei:li.ef f6f small group instruction and these students remafo grouped together for the
entire school year or longer (Caldwell & Ford, 1996).
Children are placed in groups based upon placement scores achieved on any
number of available placement tools. In the ability-grouped classroom, teachers may
administer basic placement tools that accompany the basal series textbook. Other means
of placement may be to administer a Dolch word list, or high frequency word list test and
place the student according to his/her out-of-context word recognition level. In the
flexible grouping model, children are placed in needs-based groups based upon their level
of scaffolding needed to support their learning. The intent is to help them achieve
beyond their cu1Tent level (Radencich & McKay, 1995). With this in mind, the flexible
grouping teacher must administer assessments often, with the intent to use assessment to
guide instruction.
This characterization has remained constant since World War I (BaIT, 1989;
Hiebert, 1983; Morgan, 1989). However, a great deal of research conducted during the
past few decades has concluded that ability grouping creates serious problems for
students. These problems include the stigma attached to having membership in the "low"
group, the social status to having membership in the "low" group, and the ultimate
tracking that this type of grouping creates (Allington, 1980; BaIT, 1989; Hiebert, 1983).
The research indicates that ability grouping does not increase student achievement, and
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may, in fact, have detrimental effects on the self-concept and potential achievement of
students in low groups (Morgan, 1989). Traditionally, classes have been structnred with
three groups for reading. The teacher worked with the low group of students on word for
word reading, or practice sheets, while the medium and high groups were reading
independentiy at their seats (Caldwell, 1996).
A flexible grouping model will require anywhere from two to ten groups of
students, which the teacher must monitor and guide. Facilitation of such a model can
best be accomplished with a guidance plan. The guidance plan for flexible reading
groups may include classroom management charts for each area of the classroom where
students will be directed to work in pairs, groups, or independently, depending upon the
task they must complete (Barr, 1995; Opitz, 1998). Additionally, stations or centers may
be constructed where students will go to complete a task, or will take the center back to
their table for completion. Simple management charts can be displayed that will direct
students to the appropriate center or station.
Research has shown that discipline problems are all but completely eliminated
when the teacher has taken the time to plan and manage students in a flexible grouping
model (Radencich & McKay, 1995). In an ability-grouped classroom, the teacher
manages the low group of students differently (Allington, 1983). The teacher will likely
read words to the members of the low group without allowing them the processing time
needed to recognize the word pattern and decode it. Fnrther, the teacher may view these
students as having less ability to read independently and may allocate less independent,
silent reading time to them.
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Several teacher behaviors are more evident in an ability-grouped classroom than
in a flexible grouping model classroom. First of all, teachers allow more outside
interruptions for low-ability groups, detracting his or her attention from the group work
(Allington, 1980). Secondly, teachers devote twice as much time to decoding instruction
and practice, ralhe-r than comprehension activities. Lastly, teachers tend to make few
changes in group membership after the first month of school so that students, beginning
in first grade, remain placed in their bottom groups throughout their schooling and rarely
learn to read and write up to grade level (Allington, 1983).
The research appears to support the notion that ability groups are negative for
students in the low groups because the process of grouping in this way labels and sorts
them into permanent steps or class structures (Allington, 1980). Those students who
have always been in the "buzzard", or lowest level reading group, felt humiliated on a
constant basis. Although the low group students are not blatantly referred to as such,
each student in the class is well aware of those low group students as the "dumb" kids.
In such a grouping configuration there is no community in the classroom (Allington,
1980; Allington, 1983). Students feel no connectedness to each other's learning. There
is no real support by other students.
Another negative effect of ability grouping includes the difference in the amount
of silent reading time that children are allotted (Allington, 1980). Low group readers
read more words out loud and they are expected to do more "drill and kill" work. This is
a practice where students repetitively complete ditto sheets designed to reinforce a
particular skill. Additionally, they have less exposure to works of good literature, and
they do far less silent reading than children assigned to high groups (Cook-Gumperz,
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Simons, & Gumperz, 1981; Allington, 1983). In addition, student attentiveness is less in
lower groups (Allington, 1980). Perhaps that is because they have less engaging material
to attend to. The research suggests that the achievement gap is due, in part, to unequal
treatment of the low versus high groups by teachers (Allington, 1983; Opitz, 2001).
further, children have the perception uf themselves as Ufi::!ole t6 cope when they try hard
and fail (Allington, 1983; Johnson & Winogard, 1985; Felmee & Eder, 1983; Hiebe1i,
1983).
Whole-class instruction is the direction of instruction to the entire class as a whole
(Nagel, 2000). This is a common practice for content area instruction in the elementary
and secondary schools (Reutzel & Cooter, 1991). Mixed-ability small group instruction
is an attempt to counter-balance the ability grouped classroom with heterogeneous groups
of students grouped together with the intent that the more skilled students will model
desired outcomes for the less skilled students (Barr & Dreeben, 1991).
A shift in the current thinking regarding the use of small groups from a skillsbased model of reading to a constructivist view of reading has occurred. Flexible groups
are formed for specific needs-based instruction with real reading and writing. Balanced
Literacy is an excellent method of accommodating flexible groups.
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SECTION TWO
THE PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT
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Getting Organized-The Physical Environment
Organization is key in the pursuit of excellence. Organization in the physical
environment of a classroom consists of many things. Furniture, bulletin boards, sections
of the classroom specifically designated for a task, and tools needed to perform each task
are all included in the physical environment. Not only does flexible grouping need to be
completely organized, the furnishings and materials need to remain organized daily.
Nothing can be more frustrating than searching for a book to read the following day,
when it has disappeared from the teacher's desk or easel.
A simple, yet effective space for organizing books, lessons, materials and
management charts can be a hanging file crate, filing cabinet, or cabinet. The use of
hanging files is especially helpful to the author in gathering materials for a week's worth
oflessons at one time. Each file can be clearly marked with the day and subject,
recording sheets, books needed for the lesson, and materials for each center being utilized
that day.
The following should be readily available in an organized fashion for a Balanced
Literacy classroom:

>-

Many different types of authentic reading materials, such as student created
books, classroom created books, student writing

>-

Student work displayed on a bulletin board or center

>-

Browsing boxes of books grouped by levels

>-

Materials at all levels

>-

Supplies which are easily accessible
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>-

Meeting area with literacy easel

>-

Room set up to accommodate a variety of types of work (large group, small
group, one-on-one centers, etc.)

>-

Expectations and routines clearly posted

The Curriculum
Most certainly, the district you have chosen to teach in will have a reading
curriculum in place that you may not be familiar with. You may have had some exposure
to basal readers in your college preparation classes or student teaching, however, you
have not been solely responsible for the formation of a reading instruction program until
now.
Many districts require a sixty to ninety minute block of uninterrupted time for
reading, usually in the morning. This is the time for balanced literacy activities, which
include flexible reading groups. See Appendix B for a sample daily schedule. The
following best practices will be most helpful in a flexible reading group classroom.

Best Practices
The effective use of the components of a Balanced Literacy Approach can yield
tremendous results for students. A number of best practices have arisen as a result of this
research, and are included below:

>-

Teach reading for the following reasons: for meaning-making experiences, for
pleasure, or to perform a task

>-

Use high-quality literature

>
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Integrate a comprehensive word study and phonics program into the reading and
writing instruction

>

Use many different sources of text to link and expand concepts, i.e., magazines,
internet, books, tapes

), Balam:e tea:cl1er discusS'ian

filia sflident-led discussion

>

Build a whole-class community that builds background knowledge

>

Work with students in small groups while other students read and write about
what they have read

>

Give students plenty of time to read in class

>

Give students direct instruction in decoding and comprehension strategies that
promote independent reading

>

Balance direct instruction, guided instruction, and independent learning

>

Use a variety of assessment techniques to guide instruction (Gambrell, Morrow,
Newman & Pressley, 1999; Routman, 1994)
Whether it is referenced in the literature as Whole-Language instruction,

Language-Based instruction, Literature Based instruction or Balanced Literacy, the
philosophy remains the same. Using authentic literature to guide, inform and instruct
students in the process ofreading instruction is an effective, and ultimately, more
efficient method. While blending, or integrating, stories into the curriculum, teachers use
direct instruction of skills, shared and guided methods and demonstration techniques to
build fluency and comprehension.
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SECTION THREE
PLACEMENT, DIAGNOSTIC AND ASSESSMENT
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Placement, Diagnostics and Assessment
The beginning of the first grade school year can be quite confusing, chaotic and
somewhat overwhelming for the novice teacher. A multitude of systems and processes
must be put into motion for the classroom to run smoothly as the year progresses. One
such process is the reading instruction block. For some schools, if not most, a designated
uninterrupted block of time is set aside specifically for reading and language instruction.
In order to begin to teach children to read well, a teacher needs data. Assessment is
where data is gathered to guide instruction.
To begin the assessment of first grade students, a placement tool must be chosen.
Perhaps the district, in which you have been hired to teach, has a tool already in place
that is used to determine current reading levels for your students. This is a critical
starting place for reading instruction. The purpose of assessment is to drive instruction.
Therefore, the question is "What do you want to know?" The following is a short list of
the critical pieces of infmmation that a new teacher will need in order to make
instructional decisions:

>

How does the student feel about reading?

>

What are the interests of the student?

>

What is the students' independent (95% word recognition), instructional (90%)
and frustration (less than 75%) level ofreading?

>

What is the students' comprehension level? (the listening level at which a student
can still comprehend)

>

What level of phonemic awareness does the student possess?

>

What level of fluency does the student read with?

>-
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What strategies does the student use when reading?
The following page shows the Jurenka Diagnostic Tree, (Jurenka, 2003) and gives

the teacher a very precise ladder of diagnostic tests to perform, which will yield the
greatest amount of information about the student and his/her reading abilities or
disabilities.
Several excellent assessment tools are available to answer each of these questions
to the teacher's satisfaction. The following is a sampling of some of the tools that are
available and recommended by the author:

>-

Read Well Placement Inventory (Sprick, Howard and Fidanque, 1998)

>-

Dolch Sight Word List (Dolch, 1948)

>-

Wright Group Letter Identification Assessments (Wright Group, 1996)

>-

Wright Group High Frequency Word Lists (Wright Group, 1996)

>-

San Diego Quick Assessment (Ekwall and Shanker, 2000)

>-

Fry Oral Reading Test (Fry, 1995)

>-

STAR Computer Adaptive Test (Advantage Learning Systems, Inc., 1998)

>-

Ekwall and Shanker Informal Reading Invent01y (Ekwall and Shanker, 2000)

>-

Woods and Moe Analytical Reading Inventory (Woods and Moe, 1989)

>-

Basic Word List Phrases, via hard copy or computer slide show (Ekwall and
Shanker, 2000)

Placement
Students in the pre-phonemic awareness stage of reading will require a great deal
of teacher directed and skills-based instruction. To determine the level of instruction

THE JURENKA DIAGNOSTIC TREE (Dr. Nancy Jurenka, CWU, 2003)
The Big Picture: What and How (Process) Does the Child Read?
Grade:

Age:

What is known: (name)
What needs to be discovered:

Informal Reading Inventory Results - Does the child read at grade level?

Sight
Word Level

Passage Oral

Redin2 Levels
Independent
Instructional
Frustration
Listening

Yes: Stop testing
No: Continue Below

(circle all that apply)
Phvsical
skips words
eyesight
looks to adult
hearing
nutrition
restless
sounds out
allergies
Behaviors

Potential

Listening
PPVT*

makes non-sensible

miscues
makes meaningful
miscues
self-corrests
Linguistic Factors

Graphophonic:
El Paso Results
Phonemic Awareness

Letter ID
Syntactic:

Processine: Factors
Uses context

Familv Factors

Exneriences

Who is in the home?

Self-corrects
Yes
No

SES
Quality: (stable, nonthreatening, domestic

Hobbies
Trips to

Comprehension

violence, child abuse

Literal
Self-to-text

supportive)
Family literacy:

sentences

Synthesizes information

Trouble with

Sees big picture
Gets hung up

child is read to
at least once a day
Library visits
books in the home
child reads at home
child uses computer

Cloze results

OK with simple

complex sentences
Semantic
Vocabulary

Development (PPVT)

on detail

Memory

aquariums,

museums,
etc.
Interests

Attitude
Willing to
learn
Self-esteem
Hates reading
Enjoys readine

Collections

TV watching is
excessive

* Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test

co
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required to best guide first grade students, a placement inventory should be performed.
One such placement inventory, in conjunction with the Read Well Reading Program, is
the Read Well Placement Inventory. This simple assessment can be given to a student in
as little as five to ten minutes at the beginning of the year. It is recommended that the
placement invent01y be administered during the first two weeks of school (Sprick,
Howard and Fidanque, 1998).
Another placement invent01y tool, which can be administered in as little as ten to
twenty minutes, is the Wright Group Letter Identification and High Frequency Word
Lists (Wright Group, 1996). This assessment is a basic letter identification sheet, which
can be used in list form or given in flash card fashion via computer slide show, to assess
the student's basic knowledge ofletter recognition and sound conespondence.
Microsoft's Power Point Slide software is an excellent source for computer-aided
assessment. This software can be programmed to advance a slide in increments of
several seconds, or faster, depending upon the skills of the students. The teacher simply
sits close-by and records the student's oral response to the slide. See Appendix I for
examples of slides.
The Wright Group High Frequency Word Lists begin at the Early Emergent level
up to and including the Fluency level. Again, hard copies or computer slides are quick
and easy assessment aides.

Weekly Check-ups
Once a week, unit assessments, in Read Well, provide the teacher the necessary
data to make instructional decisions regarding the student's advancement to the next
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instructional unit. Further, a weekly check of sight words or graded word lists provide
additional practice for the student aud give the teacher vital information as to the
student's progress. This may not be necessary for every student in the classroom if they
are making adequate progress monthly.

Monthly Assessment
Each month, a running record assessment should be performed to assess the
student's progress in comprehension aud reading level. This is a practice where teachers
listen to children read a selected text to evaluate the student's skills in a variety of areas.
Also, the running record will provide fluency timings that are recorded to chait growth.
An example of this type of growth chart is included in Appendix H.

Quarterly or Trimesterly Assessments
At the end of the quaiter or trimester, au assessment of more substance should be
performed to aid in grading aud group placement/adjustment. The STAR computer
adaptive test (Advautage Learning Systems, 1998), as well as au Informal Reading
Inventory, are both excellent sources of assessment for grading periods. The STAR test
is quite easy to administer. A student is logged into the system aud is given two or three
preliminary questions to auswer. The difficulty of the actual test is, in part, determined
by the auswers to the practice questions aud the length of time it takes the student to
auswer them. The computerized program is adaptive, in that, it will adjust the difficulty
of the questions based, again, on the time it takes the student to auswer the questions aud,
of course, the accuracy of his/her auswers. It is not recommended that the STAR test be
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administered more than six times in one school year (Advantage Learning Systems,
1998).
An Informal Reading Inventory assessment (Ekwall and Shanker, 2000) contains
several skill tests such as running records, graded word lists, basic word list phrases, and
phonics surveys. Any or all of these are appropriate for quarterly or trimesterly
assessment. These assessments are then utilized in diagnosing the strengths and needs of
a student with respect to miscue analysis. For example, a student who consistently
miscalls beginning sounds may still be struggling with phonemic awareness, and will
need additional practice.
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SECTION FOUR
CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT TIPS
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Classroom Management Tips
The following graphic represents a simple chart that can be posted in the
classroom, directing students to each flexible grouping center or area during reading.
The names of each student are typed on a label, which is affixed to the desired area on the
chart with Velcro dots. The rotation of each student through the centers is accomplished
by moving a smaller, matching color balloon on a hanging chart of tasks for the day. For
example, you may have a hanging chart in which the following tasks are displayed:
Listening Center - books with tape recorder
Roll and Write Game - onset and rime word building game
Read Well Group - small group instruction with teacher
Word Family Tiles - phonics game
Personal Library - independent, self-selected reading time
Next to each of these tasks is a colored balloon. The teacher will set a timer for a predesignated amount of time. Each group of students whose name appears on a particular
colored balloon (see below) will rotate to the conesponding colored balloon for the given
task. When the timer goes off, the teacher simply moves each of the small colored
balloons down to the next task, and the bottom one goes to the top of the chart.
In a flexible reading group classroom, each station is marked with the following titles:
With my Teacher, With my Group, With my Partner, By Myself. Velcro is used to attach
each student's name to the station/balloon in which the student will be working that day.
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CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT COLOR CHARTS

With my Teacher
BLUE

\

With my Partner
RED

With my Group
YELLOW

\

By Myself
GREEN
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CHAMPS IN THE CLASSROOM
LOOKS LIKE

SOUNDS LIKE

C onversation - lean into the
proximity of your neighbor.
Look them in the eye. Wait
for their response.

C onversation - - level can be
from 0-2, 0 being no talking
whatsoever, 1 being
whispering to your neighbor,
and 2 regular inside voices.

H elp - what should the you
do if you need help with a
particular task.
-Ask three before me
-Use your HELP ME sign
-Ask a neighbor

H elp - quiet voice (level 1) to
ask questions of a neighbor
quiet chairs.

A ctivity - what is the
activity? what is its intended
objective/ end product?
-Independent
-Group
-Whole class

A ctivity - Objective
-Independent quiet work
-Small group work with a voice
level of 1
-Whole class activity with
voice level of 2

M ovement - Can you move
about during the activity?
-May leave your seat
-May not leave your seat

M ovement - when moving in
the room, get up from chair
quietly, push chair in for
safety, return quietly.

P articipation - what does
appropriate work behavior
during this activity look like
and sound like?
-listening, looking at teacher

P articipation - quietly raise
your hand to answer a
question, or add a comment
to the discussion.

Adapted from Classroom Management Tips - CHAMPS (Sprick, Garrison and Howard,
1998)
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Using the chart above, a teacher can teach socially acceptable classroom practices
that he/she expects students to demonstrate in the course of a guided lesson, session, or
portion of the day. Having a clear and detailed expectation, and communicating that
expectation to students is the key to exceptional classroom management. For an example
of a possible daily schedule of classroom activities that support flexible grouping, see
Appendix B.
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SECTION FIVE
SAMPLE LESSON PLANS
LEVELED BOOK LISTS
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FLEXIBLE GROUPING LESSON PLAN (Master)
Objective:

-----------------------------

Selection (s): _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Considerations

Grouping Technique:
Teaching Strategy:
Materials:
During
Grouping Technique:
_whole group
individual
_small groups of __ each
Assignment by:
random
student choice
task
interest
social
achievement
_knowledge _skill/strategy
Teaching strategy:
Materials:

Grouping Technique:
_whole group
individual
_small groups of __ each
Assignment by:
student choice
random
interest
task
_social
_achievement
- knowledge - skill/strategy
Teaching strategy:
Materials:

Teaching Procedures
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Lesson Plan Formats
The previous page represents a typical flexible grouping model lesson plan format
that may be used for effective planning of before, during and after reading instrnction
techniques.
Before reading teaching strategies include activities such as: brainsto1ming, where
students state everything they know about a topic, and where all responses are accepted;
KWL cha1is, where students tell everything they think they know and want to know
about a subject; picture walks, where students look through all pictures in the story to
make a prediction; or reading response logs, where students write predictions or
questions they want answered.
During reading strategies include activities such as: cooperative reading activity
(CRA) where students read a given section of text and come to an agreement on three
important ideas to share with the rest of the class; paired reading, where two students read
together, single title, varied mode, where all students read the same book but in different
ways such as teacher assisted, paiiner, or tape recorded; or cut-apaii, where a copy of a
story is cut into sections, and one section for each class member is passed out and read in
sequence.
After reading teaching strategies include activities such as: KWL chm
completion from before reading strategy; retelling where students retell everything they
can recall about the story either orally or in writing; compare and contrast using a Venn
diagram; class mural showing sequence of the story, or drama, where students act all or a
paii of the story.
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The following chart represents a comparison or correlation of instructional
reading levels from various publishers such as Wright Group, Rigby and Developmental
Reading Assessment (DRA). Following this comes a listing of leveled books according
to Fountas and Pinnell's Guided Reading levels.
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Correlation ofInstructional Reading Levels
rade
Lev

Wright

Reading

Fountas

Group

Recovery

&

Dev.Rdg. Asst.
(ORA)

Pinnell

Rigby

Lexile

Literac
y

K

A

1

A

A-1

1-2

*

K

B

2

B

2

3, 4, 5

*

Prep rimer

C

3

C

2

4,5

*

Preprimer

D

4

C

3-4

4,5

*

Prep rimer

E

5-6

D

5-6

6

*

Prep rimer

F

7-8

E

7-8

7

*

Primer

G

9-10

F

9-10

8

*

Primer

H

11-12

G

11-12

9

200-299

Grade 1

I

13-14

H

13-14

10

200-299

Grade 1

J

15-17

I

16

11

200-299

Grade2

K(2)

18

J

18

(10, 11)

300-399

12

Grade2

L (3)

19

J

20

(10, 11)

300-399

12

Grade2

M(4)

20

K

24

13

300-399

Grade2

N (5)

24-28

L-M

28

L 14-15

400-499

M 16-17

Grade3

0 (6)

30

N

30

(16-17)
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500-599

18

Grade3

p (7)

30

N

34

(16-17)

500-599

18

Grade3

Q (8)

34-38

0

38

19

600-699

Grade3

R (9)

34-38

p

38

20

600-699

Grade 4

S (IO)

40

Q

40

*

700-799

Grade4

T (11)

40

R

40

*

700-799

Grade 5

*
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S, T

*

*

800-899

Grade 6

*

*

*

*

*

900-999

Grades 7,8

*

*

*

*

*

1000llOO

Adapted from Bonnie J. Nichols, August 2000, retrieved May 6, 2004 from
http://members.ozemail.com.au/-hwhitech/read_lev_ compare. pdf
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Title

Author

Guided
Reading

Grade Level

Please note: Content on this page was redacted due to copyright concerns.
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Retrieved from http://home.comcast.net/-ngiansante/gradeone.html, April 28, 2004,
1:48 p.m.

Please note: Content on this page was redacted due to copyright concerns.
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AppendixB
DAILY SCHEDULE
Today's date is: _ _ _ _ _ _ __
The Theme is: _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Student of the week is:

-------------

8:30

Welcurne Wurk: !Ydily Oral Language- copy two sentences from the overhead
as written, Daily Oral Math - copy and solve two math problems in Math Journal.

8:40

Opening: Introduction for the day- Today is ... , flag salute, song- "I Think
You're Wonderful" by Raffi, Morning Message (Shared Writing discussing
events planned for the day, special happenings, birthdays, etc.), Daily Schedule.

8:55

Correct DOL sentences for grammar, punctuation, spelling, and word choice.

9:05

Literacy: Begin with Guided Reading of a core book, Do a picture walk, discuss
particular content words or vocabulary, then break into Literature Groups for
Shared Reading. Independent Writing in Literature Response Logs, and Books
on Tape listening Centers occur while Rotation of Literature Groups for
Discussion occurs.

10:15 Recess
10:30 Read Aloud Story for enjoyment
10:45 Guided Writing/Spelling. Model on overhead topic development for original
story. Utilize Four-Square Writing or other writing instruction method of your
choice.
11: 15 Sustained Silent Reading (SSR) and Before Lunch Bunch Book Club. Small
group of students meet to discuss a book they have been reading for enjoyment.
Questions are modeled for students to pose to each other to emich discussion.
11 :30
12:20
1:25
1:40
2:30

Lunch
Math
Recess
Science/Social Studies
Dismissal
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Book Bag

Name-----------------Date

(

Book Title

Level
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Appendix E

Group Recording Sheet
Name
.

Red

Yellow

Green

Blue
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AppendixF
Cooperative Grouping Schedule
GROUP

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

MONDAY

TUESDAY

WEDNESDAY

THURSDAY

FRIDAY

MONDAY

TUESDAY
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Appendix G
Flexible Grouping Planning Checklist
Before Reading Strategies:
Anticipation Guide
Students read statements before reading the text

Brainstorming

Students state everything they know about a topic. All
responses are accepted.

K-W-L

Students tell everything they think they know and want to
know about a subject. Responses are written.

Literature Response Logs

Students write predictions or questions they want answered.

Previewing

Students read subheads and visuals before reading text.

Picture walk

Students look through all pictures in the story.

During Reading Strategies:
Cut-apart
A story is cut into sections, one section for each class
member. Each section is read in sequence.

Cooperative reading activity Students read a given section of text and come to an
agreement on three important ideas to share with the rest of
the class. Each group reads a different section.
Genre study

Students read stories that relate to a given genre.

Text set

Students read stories that relate to a topic. Stories
correspond to instructional reading levels.

Single title, varied mode

All students read the same book but in different ways (e.g.,
teacher assist, pru.iner, tape recorded).

Paired reading

Two students read together.

After Reading Strategies:
Class mural

Choral reading

Students create a mural showing the highlights or sequence
of the story.
Students read the story or part of the story aloud for the rest
of the class.

Comparison/Contrast

59
A Venn diagram is used to show how characters or stories
are alike and different.

Drama

Students reenact all or a part of the story.

K-W-L

Students write down what they learned in the learn column
of the chait.

Literature response logs

Students respond to the story through writing or drawing.

Puppet theater

Students create puppets and use them to tell the story.

Readers' theater

Students take the roles of st01y characters and read the
story in play format.

Retelling

Students retell everything they can recall about the story.
This can be done orally or in writing.

Sketch to stretch

Students sketch what the selection meant to them. Others
tell what they think the sketch represents.

(

Adapted from Flexible Grouping in Reading- Planning for Successful Reading
Experiences, Scholastic Professional Books, Michael Opitz, 1998
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DIRECTIONS
· Read each phrase on the screen
~ before it changes to the next one.
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1
· Try to read each phrase quickly.
· Each set of phrases will repeat three
times.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Summary, Conclusions and Recommendations
Summary

The purpose of this project was to develop a guidebook for teachers on the
practices of Flexible Grouping. The target group is a first grade classroom, however, a
second grade classroom would benefit from the information and activities just as well.
The guidebook was developed after a review of the research on grouping patterns,
philosophical changes in history, and effective techniques.
Conclusions

Acceptable practices of the past fifty or more years have included such things as
direct competition between the "buzzards" and the "bluebirds" in the classroom
(Caldwell & Ford, 1996). This is a practice that fosters the resistance to diversity in our
society, and social class creation in the classroom and beyond (Caldwell & Ford, 1996).
Currently, teachers can offer a greater sense of appreciation for diversity and
support with flexible grouping. Students work in groups of mixed abilities, gender, and
socioeconomic class toward a common goal. In such a group, each student is
enthusiastically supported by other group members and by the teacher. Administrators
who recognize best practices for children, and fully support flexible grouping likewise
support teachers. Group work, later in life, is a skill that is quite revered. With practice
at the beginning of one's academic career, group work is mastered and society is the
benefactor. Group work skills are skills that employers will look for in the work force of
tomorrow's communities.
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Flexible grouping helps learners feel that they are part of a community of learners
(Allington, 1983). They feel cared about and they are encouraged to care about each
other. They learn to value others and to feel valued and respected. The connectedness
experienced by students in flexible groups is quite rewarding. In essence, flexible
grouping makes students feel empowered (Opitz, i 998).
Today's classrooms can be filled with challenges, excitement and opportunities to
explore as never before. The engagement of students in a particularly spirited st01y,
along with writing tasks that foster curiosity, and enthusiasm, and tactile exercises that
speak to the student who learns best by actually performing a task, are how we can best
help students learn to love to read (Keene & Zimmerman, 1997; Opitz, 1998; Reutzel &
Cooter, 1991). Teachers are expected to provide a learning environment in which
students gain a sense of achievement, pride of accomplishment and success. How can
this be realized in a room where there are "buzzards", and "bluebirds"? The new role for
today's teacher is that of creative facilitator. To create a space that brings about pleasure
in learning (Caldwell & Ford, 1996; Radencich & McKay, 1995).

Recommendations
As a result of developing this project, the following recommendations are
suggested:
The use of flexible small groups for reading instruction allows students to work in
groups with various skills, interests and configurations. The Balanced Literacy
classroom affords teachers the ability to create flexible groups, which will aid in the
instruction of reading strategies. Building a classroom with students who are
independent learners and thinkers is extremely beneficial to the workforce of tomorrow.
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We can help create students who will have experience working together with a diverse
population, who possess skills in varying degrees, and can compete globally.
Recommendations for Future Study

To those interested in further study regarding flexible grouping, the author
suggests the works of the foil owing researchers:

>

Richard Allington

>

Michael Ford

>

Michael Opitz

>

Marguerite Radencich and Lyn McKay.

Each of these researchers have been invaluable in the creation of this project.
Further study may be gained from the following titles:
Cunningham, P., D. Hall, and M. Defee, 1991. Non-ability grouped, multilevel
instruction: A year in a first grade classroom. The Reading Teacher 44 (8): 566-71.
Three first grade teachers developed and implemented a reading program that was
used in place of traditional ability grouping. All components of the program,
including how the basal reader was used, are explained. The authors also present
data showing the success of the program.
Wiggins, R., 1994. Large group lesson/small group follow-up: Flexible grouping in a
basal reading program. The Reading Teacher 47 (6): 450-60.
Shows how all third-grade teachers within one school implemented different
grouping techniques in their classrooms. The authors explain how they used a
basal reader in addition to other materials to create an effective language arts
program.
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